

    
        
          Cancelled and Other Stories

        

        
        
          Influenced, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Jon Cronshaw

        

        
          Published by Wyvern Books, Ltd, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      CANCELLED AND OTHER STORIES

    

    
      First edition. July 10, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Jon Cronshaw.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8231591664

    

    
    
      Written by Jon Cronshaw.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Optimised: Stories from Our Inevitable Future

Introduction

Cancel Me Softly

Captcha

Tag Me When You Leave

The Apology Coach

Her Best Self

Cancel Culture Club

Clapback

I’m Not Allowed Past Dudley

Dust Protocol

Just Asking Questions

Grief Dad

Happy Returns

You’ll Own Nothing and You’ll Be Happy

Emotional Labour

Me Dog's On Benefits

Ava™

The Sponsored Eye

NPC House #74

Cancelled

Half-Life

Author's Note

Optimised: Stories from Our Inevitable Future

Acknowledgements

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For Niall.

      

    



  	
        
            
            cancelled
transitive verb
 
1a. to decide not to conduct or perform (something planned or expected) usually without expectation of conducting or performing it at a later time
 
1b. to destroy the force, effectiveness, or validity of
 
1c. to match in force or effect
 
1d. to bring to nothingness
 
1e. to withdraw one's support for
 
2. to deface
 
3a. to remove (a common divisor) from numerator and denominator
 
3b. to remove (equivalents) on opposite sides of an equation or account
 
4. to mark or strike out for deletion
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Optimised: Stories from Our Inevitable Future
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What happens when algorithms dictate our lives?

In this collection of speculative fiction, explore a world where neural firmware replaces human decision-making, digital detox gurus can’t stay offline, and Christmas joy is rationed by the government.

A collection of stories that examine the human cost of optimization culture—where efficiency trumps authenticity and even our emotions are measured for maximum performance.
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Sign up to my newsletter today to get your free copy of Optimised.

Join readers who enjoy thought-provoking fiction about our technological future. 

Visit: joncronshaw.com/optimised and sign up today.
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Introduction
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When I began writing this collection of stories, my third exploration of our uneasy relationship with technology, I found myself returning to a question that has haunted me in recent years—what does it mean to be cancelled? To be erased, to have your existence deemed problematic, to be written out of the narrative?

As children, we played games where making a certain shape with your fingers meant you were "cancelled" - temporarily invisible, your words unheard, your presence denied until someone chose to "uncancel" you. It was a harmless game of power and exclusion that we thought we'd left behind in the playground. Yet here we are, decades later, living in a world where cancellation has evolved from childish game to social reality, from temporary state to permanent condition.

"Cancelled and Other Stories" examines not just the phenomenon of social media cancellation, but the broader systems of erasure that technology enables. These are stories about what happens when human complexity collides with systems designed for simplicity, when messy reality meets algorithmic certainty, when our need for connection confronts platforms built to commodify that very need.

While my previous collections focused on the early manifestations of digital alienation, this volume ventures deeper into the machinery of what scholars term "surveillance capitalism"—systems where human experience has become the raw material for commercial interests. 

Through these stories, I've tried to explore how technology is reshaping our most fundamental experiences—grief, memory, identity, creativity, even our sense of reality itself.

The stories span a range of perspectives, from the influencer in "Cancel Me Softly" whose carefully constructed identity crumbles under scrutiny, to the blind novelist in "The Sponsored Eye" who discovers his restored vision comes with hidden costs. We meet a journalist in "Emotional Labour" investigating technology that allows people to sell their emotions, even as he becomes addicted to consuming them. In "Ava™," a teenager's private breakdown becomes viral content without her consent, while "Grief Dad" explores how personal tragedy transforms into monetisable performance.

What connects these narratives is a shared concern with authenticity in an age of performance. How do we remain true to ourselves when every expression is potential content? How do we form genuine connections when our most intimate moments can be harvested, packaged, and redistributed without our control? What happens to grief, creativity, and memory when they're subjected to the relentless logic of engagement metrics?

I've deliberately set most of these stories in the familiar landscapes of Britain - the council estates of Wolverhampton, the literary festivals of London, the bedsits of Lancaster. This grounding in recognisable places serves as a reminder that dystopia doesn't always announce itself with dramatic collapse. Sometimes it arrives incrementally, in the form of terms-of-service updates and algorithmic adjustments, transforming our world so gradually we barely notice until it's too late.

The regional specificity also allows me to explore how these technological systems impact different communities in different ways. The working-class narrator of "Cancelled" experiences posthumous cancellation culture through a distinctly West Midlands lens, while the middle-class protagonist of "Happy Returns" confronts memory editing technology from a position of greater privilege but no less vulnerability.

Many of these stories reflect my longstanding interest in what happens when corporate logic meets human messiness. "You'll Own Nothing and You'll Be Happy" extrapolates the subscription economy to its logical conclusion, where not even your thoughts remain your own. "NPC House #74" examines smart homes that don't just monitor behaviour but actively shape it, transforming residents into non-player characters in their own lives.

Throughout the collection, I've tried to balance technological critique with human empathy. These aren't stories about evil corporations twirling metaphorical moustaches, but about systems designed with one set of values (efficiency, profit, optimisation) confronting humans operating on another (connection, meaning, autonomy). The tension emerges not from malicious intent but from fundamental misalignment between what technology rewards and what humanity requires.

This is particularly evident in "Dust Protocol," where predictive algorithms treat death as an administrative inevitability rather than a profound human transition. Similarly, "Clapback" explores how algorithmic justice systems might adjudicate online conflicts with real-world consequences, reducing complex human interactions to quantifiable metrics.

While technology drives these narratives, at their heart these are stories about people - flawed, contradictory, stubbornly human people caught in systems designed for different creatures altogether. The council worker in "NPC House #74" who discovers she's being integrated into a simulation; the mother in "Dust Protocol" fighting to save her son from an algorithm's death sentence; the teenager in "Just Asking Questions" who becomes victim to the conspiracy theories he once peddled—all are attempting to maintain their humanity in dehumanising circumstances.

Certainly, technology has brought tremendous benefits, connecting us across distances, expanding access to information, and creating new forms of expression. But fiction serves multiple purposes beyond imagining better worlds. It can function as an early warning system, identifying potential threats before they become inescapable. It can provide emotional rehearsal space for ethical challenges we haven't yet confronted. It can make visible systems designed to operate beyond our awareness.

In that spirit, this collection aspires not to prediction but to prevention. By experiencing these potential futures vicariously through fiction, perhaps we can avoid manifesting them in reality.

Despite their cautionary nature, I've attempted to infuse these stories with moments of resistance - not grand revolutionary gestures, but small acts of human obstinacy in the face of algorithmic determination. The grandmother in "Cancelled" whose life cannot be reduced to her worst moments. The blind author who refuses to be grateful for vision that comes with surveillance. The teenager who struggles to maintain her authentic self against the content machine.

Even when these resistances fail, they affirm something essential—that human experience cannot be fully captured, quantified, or optimised. That something in us remains stubbornly uncomputable.

This tension - between algorithmic determinism and human agency, between optimisation and authenticity, between systems and souls - provides the central conflict in most of these narratives. It's a tension I feel in my own life, as I compose this introduction on devices that capture my attention patterns while simultaneously enabling creative expression.

If there's hope to be found in these stories, it exists in the persistent messiness of the characters—their contradictions, their irrationality, their refusal to be flattened into frictionless data points. In our increasingly quantified world, our most revolutionary act may be precisely this: to insist on qualities that cannot be measured, experiences that cannot be optimised, and connections that cannot be monetised.

Some may find these stories pessimistic, but I prefer to think of them as protective—motivated not by fear of technology itself, but by concern for what we might lose in its mindless embrace. While innovation rushes forward at breakneck speed, fiction allows us to pause, to consider not just what new technologies can do, but what they might do to us, and whether the exchange is worth making.

The characters in these stories are all, in different ways, wrestling with questions that define our moment: What parts of ourselves are we willing to surrender for convenience, connection, or safety? How do we maintain meaningful relationships in systems designed to extract value from intimacy? What does authenticity even mean when every expression becomes potential content?

These aren't abstract philosophical concerns but urgent practical questions that shape how we live now and how we'll live tomorrow. Through these stories, I invite readers not to fear technology but to approach it with greater intentionality—to demand systems that serve human flourishing rather than diminish it, to insist on technologies that expand rather than contract our agency, and to preserve spaces where we can be messy, contradictory, and fully human.

In a world increasingly shaped by algorithms that seek to predict and influence our behaviour, perhaps one of the most radical acts is to remain unpredictable—to insist on our right to surprise not just others but ourselves. 

The characters in these stories are all struggling, in their different ways, to maintain that fundamental unpredictability in systems designed to eliminate it.

Their struggles are, increasingly, our own.
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Cancel Me Softly
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I’m standing in the vast atrium of the ExCel Centre, clutching my “Creator Economy Summit” badge like it might actually grant me legitimacy. 

The space buzzes with the unmistakable energy of people hustling for eye contact with more important people. I recognise the dynamic immediately—I’m among the eye-seekers now, not the sought-after.

“Jade? Jade Clement?”

I turn, hope flickering before I register the voice isn’t attached to anyone important—just another mid-tier lifestyle creator whose name I should remember but don’t. “Oh, hi.”

“God, it’s been ages! Are you still doing the mindful eating thing?”

“I’ve evolved the brand towards holistic sustainable wellness practices,” I say, the words feeling pre-recorded. “Interconnecting personal and planetary health through conscious consumption choices.”

“Cool, cool,” she says, already scanning the room over my shoulder. “Are you speaking at any panels?”

“Not this time. Just absorbing the wisdom.” 

“Right! Well, I should...”

“Of course, go network.” I smile with practiced warmth.

I drift through the summit like a ghost, watching girls a decade younger command attention with practiced gestures and calculated vulnerability. They speak a dialect of authenticity I once pioneered but can no longer access—something about my delivery now reads as older-millennial cringe rather than aspirational transparency.

The afternoon panel catches my attention: “Phoenix Content: Post-Cancellation Growth Strategies.” 

Five panellists, all familiar faces who’d weathered public shamings—a beauty YouTuber who’d made racist comments years ago, a fitness influencer caught in a supplement scandal, a lifestyle guru exposed for fake photos. All now more successful than before their falls from grace. All with books about resilience, all with premium coaching services, all with documentary deals.

“The hard truth,” says the moderator, leaning into his microphone, “is that the culture doesn’t reward consistency. It rewards comebacks.”

The audience nods, scribbling notes.

“My cancellation was the best thing that happened to my business,” says the fitness influencer, her redemption highlights reel playing silently on the screen behind her. “My book advances tripled. My course sells out every month. People connect with failure and growth far more than they connect with perfection.”

I’d spent years terrified of making a wrong move, of saying something that might offend, of becoming obsolete—and I’d become obsolete anyway, just more slowly and without the profitable redemption arc.

As the panel ends, I slip a business card from my bag—not mine, but one that had been pressed into my hand earlier by a woman with a cryptic job title and knowing eyes. The embossed text reads:

SoftFall Reputation Management “When gravity is inevitable, control the landing.”
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The SoftFall offices occupy the fifteenth floor of a glass tower in Canary Wharf, all muted grey furnishings and abstract art that probably costs more than my annual rent. 

I’m twenty minutes early for my appointment, but they bring me in immediately—a courtesy I haven’t experienced since my peak relevance years.

Lorna meets me in a sleek conference room with floor-to-ceiling windows. She’s in her forties, I’d guess, with the polish of someone who’s never appeared on camera but decides who does. Her handshake is firm, her assessment of me openly calculating.

“Jade Clement,” she says, not a question. “Your metrics make for interesting reading.”

I shift in my seat. “I’ve had better years.”

“Indeed. Your engagement curve is what we call a ‘gentle extinction.’ No dramatic downturns, just the slow drift towards algorithmic invisibility.” She slides a tablet towards me displaying my analytics. “You’ve been following all the recommended strategies—consistent posting, authentic messaging, value provision. And yet.”

“And yet...”

“The content ecosystem doesn’t reward maintenance, Ms. Clement. It rewards narrative. Conflict. Resolution. Transformation.” She taps on her screen, and my downward-trending graph appears alongside others—creators whose metrics plummeted dramatically before soaring higher than their original peaks. “What we offer at SoftFall is a controlled reputational reset.”

“You help people get cancelled.”

Lorna’s smile tightens. “We engineer relevance recalibrations through strategic controversy management. Cancellation is an outdated term. We prefer ‘narrative disruption’ followed by ‘redemptive realignment.’”

“You help people get cancelled,” I repeat, “but make sure they can come back stronger.”

“Precisely.” She doesn’t bother denying it now. “We design customised controversy packages, calibrated to your brand positioning, audience demographics, and desired outcome trajectory.”

She pulls up another screen displaying packages like a spa menu:

MICROAGGRESSION SUITE (Ignorant but Teachable) 

CULTURAL APPROPRIATION COLLECTION (Well-Intentioned but Misguided) 

ETHICAL LAPSE PORTFOLIO (Pressured but Redeemable) 

HISTORICAL EXCAVATION (Reformed but Transparent)

“Each package includes pre-controversy positioning, calibrated offence material, response templates, apology choreography, and a complete redemption timeline.” Lorna scrolls through sleek case studies of familiar faces. “Our success rate is 94% for full restoration, with 78% achieving significantly enhanced metrics post-reconciliation.”

My mouth is dry. “And the other 22%?”

“Require more extensive intervention or, occasionally, complete identity rebranding.” She closes the tablet. “But those are typically cases where clients deviate from our prescribed protocols.”

“How much?”

“Our basic packages begin at £35,000, with premium options—”

“I don’t have that kind of money.”

Lorna studies me. “We do offer contingency arrangements in select cases. Twenty percent upfront, remainder as percentage of increased revenue streams post-restoration. We’re quite confident in our outcomes.”

I stare out at the London skyline, calculating rapidly. Twenty percent would clean out my savings, but what’s the alternative? Another year of declining relevance until even the eco-toothpaste stops returning my emails?

“How does it work?” 

“We select and engineer an appropriate controversy—something problematic enough to generate meaningful engagement but not so severe as to be unforgivable. We manage the initial backlash, guide your period of reflection, then orchestrate your redemptive return.” She speaks with the clinical precision of someone describing a medical procedure. “The entire cycle typically runs three to six months, with full revenue restoration by month four and enhanced positioning by month seven.”

“And I just...play along? Pretend to be cancelled?”

Lorna’s expression doesn’t change. “The emotions will be quite real, Ms. Clement. The public response is genuine. Your reputation will temporarily collapse. The only synthetic element is the inciting incident.”

I think about my dwindling savings, the increasingly desperate content I’ve been creating, the sponsors who no longer return my calls.

“I’ll take Microaggression Package B,” I hear myself say. “Ignorant But Teachable.”

Lorna’s smile returns, professional and measured. “An excellent choice for your demographic. Shall we begin?”
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“Remember, your reaction must appear authentic,” Lorna coaches as we sit in SoftFall’s sleek viewing room. “When the material leaks, you’ll be shocked, defensive, then contemplative. No immediate apologies. Those read as damage control rather than genuine reflection.”

I nod, my stomach knotting as she cues up the clip on the large screen. It’s a deepfake, but an unnervingly convincing one—me, in what appears to be an unguarded moment during a livestream I did last year, not realising I’m still being recorded as I mock the accessibility requests of a disabled follower.

“Oh my god, another one asking for audio descriptions. Like, how is that my responsibility? Just watch the video like everyone else.” My digital doppelgänger rolls her eyes, voice dripping with contempt. “Next they’ll want me to personally describe the sunrise to them. Sorry your life is harder, but that’s not my problem.”

I flinch. “Jesus. I would never—”

“That’s precisely the point,” Lorna says. “It’s calibrated to be believable but completely contrary to your brand values. Your audience knows you as inclusive and compassionate, which makes this ‘slip’ all the more shocking. The dissonance drives engagement.”

“But it’s not real. It’s completely fabricated.”

“All personas are fabricated, Ms. Clement. We’re simply leveraging that understanding.” She closes the file. “This clip will ‘leak’ tomorrow at 2 p.m. GMT—optimal timing for both UK and US audience reach. Your initial response should be confusion, then denial. We’ll handle the rest.”
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The next twenty-four hours pass in a blur of anxiety. I hardly sleep, imagining the incoming tsunami. When my phone begins vibrating continuously at exactly 2:03 p.m., I know it’s starting.

Notifications flood in faster than I can process them:

@JadeClementWellness did you really say this??? Unfollowed. 

Disappointed but not surprised. Can’t believe I bought her book. 

Absolute trash human. Anyone have the full video? This can’t be real. 

@AccessibilityNow This is exactly the ableism we’ve been talking about in wellness spaces.

The clip spreads, each share expanding its reach. 

By evening, my name is trending. 

By midnight, major news outlets have picked up the story: “Wellness Influencer Jade Clement Under Fire for Ableist Comments.”

I call Lorna, panic clawing at my throat.

“It’s working perfectly,” she assures me. “The engagement metrics are exceeding projections. Your name recognition is up 842% since this morning.”

“But everyone hates me!”

“For now. Hatred is simply the first stage of reengagement. Trust the process, Ms. Clement. Follow the script.”

And so I do—posting a brief, carefully worded statement expressing confusion about the video, then strategic silence as the backlash intensifies. 

I watch brands publicly distance themselves, followers abandon me in droves, wellness colleagues express their “deep disappointment” in carefully worded posts that manage to centre themselves in my controversy.

My gut twists with real anxiety, real shame, real fear—all authentic reactions to an inauthentic catalyst. 

The line between performance and reality blurs. 

When I cry myself to sleep that night, I’m no longer sure if I’m grieving a fabricated crisis or my willingness to manufacture one.
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By day three, I’ve lost 76,000 followers, four brand partnerships, and my regular column in a wellness magazine. 

My home address gets leaked, forcing me to temporarily stay with a friend who doesn’t use social media and remains unaware of my digital downfall.

“You’re trending above the Prime Minister’s latest gaffe,” Lorna informs me during our daily check-in. “The sentiment analysis is precisely where we want it—84% negative but with undercurrents of disappointment rather than rage. People feel let down, which leaves room for redemption.”

“When does that part start?” I ask, exhausted by constant vigilance. Every notification feels like another tiny blade.

“We’re still in free fall. Building potential energy.” She checks her tablet. “Tomorrow we leak your first ‘private’ response—a draft apology that seems authentic but incomplete. It builds anticipation for your official statement.”

The choreographed destruction of my reputation proceeds with mechanical precision. Right on schedule, a “friend” leaks screenshots of my supposed apology drafts—actually written by SoftFall’s crisis team, calibrated to seem earnest but inadequate. 

Social media dissects my fictional thought process, analysing my word choices, questioning my sincerity.

Two days later, paparazzi “accidentally” catch me crying at an outdoor café—a staged moment that required three takes before Lorna was satisfied with how my devastation photographed. 

The tabloids run with it: “CANCELLED JADE’S PUBLIC BREAKDOWN.” 

The images spread rapidly, adding a layer of human vulnerability to the narrative.

Next comes the carefully planted rumour that I’m volunteering with disability advocacy groups—not confirmed, just whispered about by “sources close to Clement.” The digital ecosystem begins speculating about my redemption arc before it’s even begun.

“You’re doing beautifully,” Lorna tells me as we review the metrics. “The sentiment is shifting slightly—still predominantly negative, but with growing undercurrents of ‘everyone makes mistakes’ and ‘cancel culture gone too far.’ The timing is perfect for your official response.”

I nod, hollow-eyed in the conference room mirror. The person staring back feels like a stranger—Jade Clement, professionally disgraced, engineered to fall for maximum rebound potential. 

I wonder briefly who I’ll be when this is over, then push the thought away. Better to be someone new than to fade into complete irrelevance.
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The apology video is filmed in SoftFall’s in-house studio, designed to look like my living room but more aesthetically pleasing, more symbolically resonant. No visibly expensive items in frame, nothing that could be interpreted as frivolous. 

Bookshelves carefully curated with titles on social justice, disability rights, and personal growth. 

Soft natural lighting that flatters but doesn’t glamorise.

My appearance is equally calculated—minimal makeup to signal authenticity, but professionally applied to ensure I still look presentable. Hair pulled back but not severely. Clothing in muted tones, modest but not performatively so.

“Remember,” Lorna says as the makeup artist makes final touches, “vulnerability without victimhood. Accountability without self-flagellation. The sweet spot between ‘I was wrong’ and ‘I am growth in progress.’”

I’ve memorised the script, written by SoftFall’s apology specialists and tested on focus groups. Now I just need to deliver it with the right balance of remorse and resilience.

The camera rolls. I take a deep breath.

“I’ve spent the past week listening, learning, and reflecting deeply on my actions,” I say, voice appropriately subdued. “The words you heard me say were indefensible. They were ableist, they were cruel, and they revealed a part of myself I’ve been privileged enough to ignore—my own unconscious bias.”

I pause, allowing the perfect hint of emotion to break through.

“I won’t insult the disability community with excuses. What I said was wrong. Full stop. I understand why so many of you feel hurt, betrayed, and angry. You deserved better from me.”

My eyes drop briefly before returning to the camera with renewed determination.

“I can’t undo the harm I’ve caused, but I can commit to the ongoing work of education, amplification of disabled voices, and using my platform—should you choose to give me that privilege again—to advocate for true accessibility and inclusion.”

The apology continues for seven minutes and twenty-three seconds—long enough to demonstrate seriousness, short enough to maintain engagement. I end with the carefully crafted promise: “I was ignorant. I’m learning. I’ll do better. I am better.”

Within an hour of posting, the video has a hundred thousand views. By morning, it’s over a million. 

The hashtag #ForgiveJade begins trending, not organic but seeded by SoftFall’s network of affiliated accounts.

The response is exactly as Lorna predicted—divided but trending positive. For every comment calling me performative or insincere, three others praise my vulnerability and willingness to learn. 

Thinkpieces appear analysing my apology technique. A few disability advocates cautiously accept my contrition while emphasising the work still to be done.

My follower count, which had plummeted to 98K at its lowest, begins to climb again. Slowly at first, then with gathering momentum. 120K. 150K. 200K.

“Phase one complete,” Lorna announces during our next meeting, clearly pleased. “Engagement up 782% from pre-controversy baseline. Sentiment shifting positive at an optimal rate. We’re already fielding podcast requests for your redemption tour.”

“That’s...good,” I say, feeling strangely detached.

“Better than good. We’re ahead of schedule. The audience is hungry for your growth journey.” She slides a document across the table. “This is your content calendar for the next eight weeks. Carefully calibrated vulnerability mixed with emerging advocacy. Each post builds towards your full rebranding as a voice for inclusivity.”

I scan the document, recognising the strategic brilliance. 

My manufactured fall is being alchemised into a more valuable persona—Jade Clement 2.0, humbled but empowered, wounded but healing. The wellness influencer who learned from her mistakes and emerged stronger, wiser, more marketable.

“The book deal is nearly finalised,” Lorna says. “Working title: ‘Unfiltered: My Journey from Ignorance to Advocacy.’ Six-figure advance. Publication fast-tracked for maximum relevance.”

I should feel elated. Everything is working exactly as planned—better than planned. In three weeks, I’ve generated more engagement than the previous three years combined. My cancellation is transforming into the most successful rebranding of my career.

Instead, I feel a creeping unease. The person I’m becoming in this narrative—Jade the Reformed, Jade the Advocate, Jade the Authentically Flawed But Growing—is as carefully constructed as the offensive video that started it all. Another fabrication, more sophisticated but no more real.

“Just follow the content calendar,” Lorna says. “The hardest part is over. Now we just guide the ascent.”

––––––––
[image: ]


For six weeks, everything proceeds according to SoftFall’s meticulous plan. I post the prescribed content—thoughtful reflections on privilege, carefully staged photos of me reading books on disability justice, reshared content from actual disabled creators (pre-approved by Lorna for optimal alignment with my redemption narrative).

My follower count surpasses its pre-cancellation peak, then continues climbing. Brands cautiously begin reaching out again, testing the waters with modest offers that quickly grow more substantial as my rehabilitation solidifies. Podcast invitations flood in, each one an opportunity to perform my growth journey for new audiences.

I settle into the role like a well-rehearsed play, hitting my marks with increasing confidence. 

The initial guilt about the manufactured controversy fades, replaced by professional satisfaction at a strategy well executed. 

This is just how the game is played now—narrative disruption, redemptive realignment. I’m giving the audience what they want—a fall and rise they can consume from a comfortable distance.

Then comes the text from Lorna:

New situation developing. Meeting in 30 min. Bring your crisis phone.

The “crisis phone” is a clean device SoftFall provided, free of personal history or trackable connections to my real accounts. I grab it and rush to their offices, dread building with each floor the lift climbs.

Lorna is waiting in the crisis management room, surrounded by screens displaying real-time sentiment analysis, engagement metrics, and social media feeds. Her typically composed expression has fractured around the edges.

“We have an unforeseen complication,” she says without preamble. “Someone has leaked actual private messages from your account. From five years ago.”

“What messages?”

She gestures to a screen where screenshots are being shared and reshared at an alarming rate. I recognize them immediately—a private group chat with other wellness influencers where we mocked a smaller creator’s amateurish content. 

I’d been particularly cutting about the woman’s appearance and obvious financial limitations. 

Nothing illegal, but genuinely mean, genuinely elitist, and entirely authentic.

“These are real.”

“Yes.” Lorna’s tone is clipped. “Not part of our strategy. Not controlled. The timing suggests someone noticed your upward trajectory and decided to intervene.”

I scan the rapidly multiplying reactions:

So the disability thing was fake but THIS is real? She’s actually worse than we thought.

Typical. Manufactured a fake scandal to cover up the real garbage person she is.

This is who wellness influencers really are behind the scenes. Nasty, judgmental mean girls.

“The narrative is shifting,” Lorna says, eyes on the sentiment analysis graph as it plunges from cautiously positive to decisively negative. “They believe the first scandal was fabricated—which it was—to distract from these real messages—which it wasn’t.”

“What do we do?”

“We pivot to Vulnerability Arc C. Childhood trauma, emotional burnout, systemic pressure. We acknowledge the messages are real, frame them as a low point during a period of professional insecurity, and redirect towards the mental health conversation.” She’s already typing rapidly. “We need to reshoot your apology video immediately. Tears this time, but controlled. Dignified vulnerability.”

I follow her instructions, filming a new apology that acknowledges the authentic messages while weaving them into a larger narrative about insecurity, industry pressure, and mental health struggles.

It’s a masterclass in redirecting accountability through strategic vulnerability—and it completely fails.

The audience isn’t buying it. The algorithm, sensing blood in the water, pumps my new scandal into more feeds. The backlash intensifies, but with a critical difference—now there’s a metanarrative about manipulation and authenticity. I’m not just being cancelled for being mean; I’m being cancelled for engineering a fake cancellation to hide my genuine awfulness.
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“The metrics aren’t stabilising,” Lorna says three days later, her professional calm finally showing cracks. “The algorithm has detected that negative engagement with your content is generating higher response rates than redemption narratives. It’s prioritising continued cancellation over rehabilitation.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means the system has determined your optimal value position is as a villain, not a redemption story.”

––––––––
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My trust score hits zero within a week. This wasn’t supposed to happen—not according to SoftFall’s carefully crafted timeline, not with their network of influencers seeding supportive content, not with their expert crisis management.

But the algorithm has made its determination. I am more valuable to the attention economy as a permanent cautionary tale than as a redemption success story.

The digital infrastructure responds accordingly. My posts, regardless of content, are flagged as “engagement toxicity” and quietly limited in distribution. Comments appear briefly then vanish, shadowbanned by content filters. My face becomes a meme for disingenuous apologies, my name a punchline in discussions about influencer culture.

Former colleagues publicly distance themselves, deleting any content that might associate their brands with mine. Podcast invitations are rescinded. My book deal is shelved indefinitely. Even Dez, my former manager who’d reappeared with contract offers when my metrics were rising, stops returning my calls.

“This is unprecedented,” Lorna says. “We’ve never had a case where the algorithm locked in permanent villain status against our intervention protocols.”

“So fix it. That’s what I’m paying you for!”

“The payment structure was contingent on successful rehabilitation,” she says, all business now. “Given the current metrics, we’ll need to classify this case as non-viable. Platform algorithms have designated your account as a ‘non-redeemable asset.’”

“You can’t just abandon me! You created this situation!”

“We created a controlled controversy with a planned resolution arc. The real messages were not part of our strategy. The algorithmic determination is responding to authentic audience rejection of your authentic content.” Her voice is clinical. “In essence, Ms. Clement, the system has decided that the real you is not commercially viable in any persona.”

She slides a folder across the table. “We’ve prepared some options for identity rebranding. New name, new niche, new platform presence. It would mean starting over completely, but—”

“Get out,” I whisper.

“Ms. Clement—”

“GET OUT!”

For once, her professional mask slips, revealing something like pity before she gathers her materials and leaves me alone in the conference room, surrounded by screens displaying the real-time collapse of my digital existence.
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I post a live video at 3 a.m., unscripted, unfiltered, from my bathroom floor. No ring light, no colour correction, no carefully selected backdrop. Just raw desperation and fluorescent unflattering truth.

“Yes, I planned a cancellation,” I confess to the void, voice raw from crying. “Yes, I wanted to be seen again. I was desperate to matter, to exist in the algorithm. But I didn’t want...this.”

I pour everything into the camera—the truth about SoftFall, about manufactured controversies, about the entire economy of outrage and redemption. About how the real messages were indeed mine, sent during a low point, but not the calculated distraction everyone believes. About how my first apology was scripted and my second was desperate and neither was fully authentic because I no longer know what authenticity even means in this ecosystem.

“We’re all performing all the time. We’re all trying to satisfy an algorithm that feeds on our worst moments and commodifies our growth. I just got caught in the machinery. I just wanted to matter again.”

The video posts. Almost no one sees it.

I watch the view count in real-time—thirty-seven views in the first hour. Twelve comments, most of them spam. 

The algorithm has designated me invisible, a fate worse than cancellation in the attention economy.

When I check SoftFall’s website the next day, my case has been scrubbed from their materials. My name brings no results in their search function. I’ve been erased from their success stories, from their client list, from their institutional memory.

On my account management portal, a new classification appears beside my profile: “Non-redeemable asset.”

The machine has made its determination, and there is no appeal process.
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I sit alone in a café in East London, my laptop open to a job application for a marketing position at a homeware company. Conventional employment, nine-to-five stability, benefits—a world away from the volatile ecosystem of influence I’ve inhabited for the past decade.

No one recognises me here. No one films me surreptitiously or approaches for selfies. 

I am blessedly, terrifyingly unremarkable. 

The barista doesn’t even glance at my face when taking my order—I have become that woman, the one slightly past her prime, invisible in the cultural landscape, no longer worthy of the attention economy’s gaze.

My phone buzzes with a notification—rare these days, as most platforms have quietly restricted my account without the courtesy of formal suspension. 

It’s a promoted post featuring a clip of myself from six months ago, frozen mid-apology, teary-eyed and vulnerable, now being used in an advertisement for a reputation management startup:

“Don’t let this be you. PreEmptive Crisis Management from just £799/month.”

I’ve become a stock photo for digital disgrace. Not even the protagonist of my own cautionary tale.

As I close the browser, a pop-up appears:

“Your redemption cycle has expired. Would you like to start a new journey? Rebrand packages from £799.”

My finger hovers over the screen. The system is offering me another chance—another manufactured identity, another narrative arc, another opportunity to matter in the metrics.

I click “Yes.”
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Captcha
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It started with my childhood bedroom. That’s when things went strange, though I didn’t realise it then. Just thought it was a quirk of the system. Something they were trying out.

Life was fine. Quiet. The kind where Tuesday feels exactly like Thursday and you sometimes forget what month it is. Then the government rolled out the new Secure Identity Checkpoint system. SIC for short, which should have been a warning.

“Ensuring correct allocation of resources through emotionally verified user journeys,” the email explained. All very official with that blue banner they use when they’re about to make your life more complicated.

I didn’t think much of it. Just another login system, right? Like when they merged all the council tax portals or when they made everyone switch to the Gov.UK Verify thing. Technical progress marching on. Inconvenient but inevitable, like rain at a barbecue.

It was when I tried to log in to check my Universal Rent Credit that it happened. Instead of the usual password screen, there was a new interface. Clean. White background. Blue text.

“Welcome to Secure Identity Checkpoint. Please complete the verification task below.”

Below that, a grid of nine photos. Small houses, bedrooms, all a bit grainy, like they’d been enlarged from something smaller.

“Select all images of your childhood bedroom.”

I laughed. Thought it was some kind of joke. But there, in the middle row, second from the left, was my actual bedroom from when I was a kid. The blue walls. The single bed with the duvet covered in spaceships. The desk under the window where I used to read Horrible Histories books.

I clicked it, half expecting to be wrong.

“Verification successful. Processing...”

That was it. The system loaded, showed me my rent credit status (all fine, payment scheduled), and I went about my day.

But the next time I logged in to check my energy account, there was another one:

“Which of these meals did your mother make when she was sad? Select all that apply.”

Six photos of different dishes. And there they were—beans on toast with the cheese cut into little squares. Pasta with tuna and sweetcorn, but no sauce. Plain omelette with tomato ketchup arranged in a smile.

I felt a weird lurch in my stomach. How did they know? I hadn’t thought about my mum’s “sad meals” in years. But there they were, perfectly captured, like someone had been watching through our kitchen window twenty years ago.

I clicked them, feeling slightly sick.

“Verification successful. Processing...”
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Over the next few weeks, every login required a new set of these personalised captchas. They weren’t just random questions. They were specific. Intimate.

“Click every teacher who made you feel invisible.”

A grid of faces. Some I recognised immediately—Mr. Patterson from Year 8 maths, who never once called on me despite my raised hand. Mrs. Thornton, who consistently called me “Nathanial” even though my name badge clearly said “Nathan.” Others I’d almost forgotten until that moment.

“Select all ex-partners you disappointed.”

That one hurt. Four faces looking back at me. I clicked three. Hesitated over the fourth—Sian, who left after two years with a note that just said “I’m tired.” Had I disappointed her, or had she disappointed me? I clicked her too, just to be safe.

“Which streetlight flickered the night your dad left?”

Now that was unnerving. I was seven when he left. We’d been to McDonald’s—his way of softening the blow, I guess. It was dark when we got home. I remember looking up at the streetlights as we walked back, counting them to avoid thinking about why we’d had this random Tuesday treat. One of them was flickering. Third from the corner.

The captcha showed our old street. Every streetlight looking the same, except I knew—I just knew—which one it was. I clicked it.

“Verification successful. Processing...”

The questions got worse. More specific. Tied to memories I didn’t even realise had been recorded anywhere. How could they know which swimming badge I failed three times? Which classroom desk I’d carved my initials into? The exact shade of lipstick my first girlfriend wore the night she told me she was leaving for university and we should “see other people”?

Then I started failing them. Not because I was lying, but because I genuinely didn’t know the answers.

“Select the Christmas when you felt most
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	I should have tried harder in school.

	I should have told my mother I loved her before she died.

	I should have moved away from Wolverhampton.

	I should have asked Jessica to marry me.

	I should have been braver about my dreams.

	I should have been a better son.
































	You were emotionally unavailable

	You didn’t have ambition

	You reminded her of her father

	You weren’t exciting enough

	She found someone better

	You were always who you are
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